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CHAPTER 1: WHAT THE HELL WAS I THINKING
There used to be a time when I thought I knew exactly what I was doing. I had a process and it worked. It was simple: aim high and hurt yourself if need be in order to achieve the outcome that you want.
Growing up, I had an urge to be the best and if I wasn't, then I punished myself. I had to be better, because I owed my family that much. Therefore, grades were a priority.
My parents are immigrants from Spain and Mexico, so the pressure to be academic was substantial. If you didn't do well in school, then you didn't do well. So, many memories that I have are typically tied to school. Some of these memories include sleepwalking through junior year of high school because I was taking all AP and honor's courses and yelling at my computer router at 3AM on the day an assignment was due because my internet had stopped working. As much as I thank them for wanting me to do well, the pressure led me on a path that I didn't necessarily want. Not only did that path manifest itself physically, one of the degrees I pursued in undergrad was of psychology, but eventually it led me on a mentally downward spiral.
Side note: I want to be clear, I do not blame my parents for the mental issues that arose in me. The pressures I put on myself to please them and make them proud did that, even though there was no need to. Who I was and am was more than enough to make them proud. Carrying on.
The speed bump
Back to my path: through years of needing to be better and feeling like I had no control, my major bumps in the road erupted. I developed an eating disorder at two different points in my life. The first was the summer before my senior year of high school. It was after I had finished the year with a 4.5 GPA and pretty much a year with no sleep. I had decided to stay in town to get my undergraduate degree in psychology, even though I had been accepted into, what I thought was then, my dream school. I could lie and say it was mainly because I wanted to save my parents money, but it was actually mainly because I developed an incredibly messed up way of thinking about myself: if I never tried, then I could never fail. I would later hold on to this mantra for dear life through some portion of my time in graduate school, but more about that later. Along with this mentality, I also needed some kind of control in my life, hence the disorder. I restricted everything I ate and exercised until I was on the verge of passing out. Once my brother found out, I stopped, for a while, but the need for control and the critic that had emerged in my head didn't. Then sophomore year of college hit.
The mentality of never trying in an effort to never fail caused me to not care about my grades or my body. I ballooned to the heaviest I'd ever been, 221 pounds, and I just let life pass me by. I was scared of everything. So I needed to take control again. This time around, I became bulimic and in the process lost almost 100 pounds. I had control of what I ate, how much I ate, and how much I could eject from my body whenever I wanted. I lost weight quickly and the compliments kept pouring in, which fed the critic and monster in my mind. I didn't have to try and yet, I was succeeding in impressing people and getting their admiration. In my mind I wasn't failing and, ultimately, it took years for me to figure out that my messed up way of thinking was rooted in my greatest fear: failure.
The road to failure
If there is one thing that I'm taking away from graduate school, it is to be comfortable with failure and to let it happen to you, but it took me a long time to get there. When I came to the University of Iowa, I was almost three years deep into bulimia and more terrified than ever of failure. I was the first person in my family to be accepted to graduate school; failure wasn't an option. Putting this pressure on myself, but scared to even try to put the bulimia on full blast. My mentality forced me to be resistant to the work. It didn't allow me to connect, to really see what was happening in front of me. It didn't allow me to see my worth, and not only that, but the worth of others. There was a lot of pretending, a lot of lying, a lot of shoving the truth away, but my professors didn't give up on me or even go easy on me. They forced me to confront who I was and it wasn't until I honestly spoke, out loud, about my bulimia that I was able to confront the notion of failure. And not only confront, but accept the freedom that that road can lead to.
WHAT EVEN IS ACTING
My manifesto
Before I can even begin to talk about how I prepare for a role, or my process, 
My beginning
I think it's crucial to always remember where you came from and especially where your love from something came from, so here's my start. I didn't get into acting until my junior year of high school when every other elective I was interested in were filled up. I was stuck in drama one for my third period class and I was completely terrified. I liked to be hidden; I hated speaking in front of people, let alone performing in front of them. Our first assignment was to find a song that told a story and perform it as a speech. The song I chose was Carrie Underwood's "Don't Forget to Remember Me" and as I waited to perform that on the third day of class, I was shaking. I was incredibly 
My now
There's a lot to say about what acting is to me now, so let me try to organize those thoughts for not only the people reading this, but for myself. Very recently, I was speaking to a professor of mine that I greatly admire and he told me that when I first came to grad school, I was pretending to be an actress and that now I am one. 
My future
I want to release the vile aspects of myself into my characters', when it calls for it.
I want to let go of my ego much more and I want to be raw and ugly. I still have a wall up where I don't like to be seen as ugly, still have this need for the audience to like me, but I want my acting to take me to places where that doesn't matter. Acting isn't supposed to be pretty, it's supposed to be real and by not allowing myself to express fully because of some weird insecurity, then I am not fully committing to my character and speaking their truth. That's where I want my acting to go. To let go of boundaries that I've tied to myself.
MY NONEXISTENT PROCESS BEFORE GRAD SCHOOL
This should be a very short chapter because I didn't really have a process before graduate school. Like I said earlier, I was pretending to be an actress so there was no thought or heart put into my characters. Other aspects of myself that I never really paid attention to was the physicality of my character and my voice. Because I didn't know acting actually took work, those are areas that I never really even focused on and that is so strange to say. Obviously you have to work on those aspects when it comes to acting, because you are not the character. So you have to find where the character lives in your body and how they move. I never did that and therefore I was pretty much always me on stage. When it comes to my voice, I never worked on that either. I've been blessed with an extremely loud voice, so vocal warmups were never a priority for me, but that's my ego talking. You should always work on articulation and resonance and even breath as your warmup and as part of your technique because it's incredibly vital. It's part of how your characters communicate and if you make it harder for them to communicate, then you're not giving them any justice.
The lack of effort in my process before grad school and during the first year enforced the mindset that if I never tried then I could never fail. And yet here I was, failing constantly. It wasn't until the end of my first year and all throughout my second year of graduate school where my process finally emerged and my fire exploded.
MY FIRE
My process now
It's really hard to boil down the process in which I approach a character into one certain way because you shouldn't approach two different characters the same way and yet, there are some things you should always do. These are some of the basic things that I do. None of this would've happened without the technique that I've been acquiring during my time here at the university. During each year of graduate school, we are given tools to help us get into our character in a way that helps us bring more truth to them.
Here's some of mine.
The technique
Now that I know how important physicality and voice are for a character, those are things that I work on a daily basis. To add flexibility to my spine, I do something that's called undulations. The best way I can describe undulations are as a slow body roll, where you attempt to feel every vertebrae of your spine. You can do this in a forward motion, side motion, and backward motion. I like to play with all three. It helps me release tension, surprisingly, and it's a good reminder in that it tells me there are so many areas of my body that I can play with on stage. I do these every day because they're foundational and it's important to keep a strong foundational base in all of your work.
Another thing that I like to do almost every day is lie down on a dowel. What? I know right, but it helps so much. I have a dowel that I've had since my first year here and I place it on the floor, vertically, and line my spine onto it and then release as much tension as I can. After I do that for about fifteen minutes, I stand up and place my feet on the dowel. I'd never heard of doing this before grad school and I'm so thankful or these techniques. The dowel has a strange effect of making me feel more grounded and the more grounded I am as a person, the more grounded I can be in my character. After I do all this, I incorporate some sun salutations into my technique. For those that don't know, sun salutations are a yogic exercise. I do about three of these, two times a day. I have found that not only does it relax me and makes me warm and ready, but it also helps me connect to my breath, which is incredibly important as an actor. I do all of this every day throughout the day. I've discovered over my time here that being an actor is a lot of work and that your process and technique is constantly changing. These things have become so engrained in me that it's hard to even consider it a technique anymore. It's just a part of my daily routine. The technique that I do every day is something that I want to expand on as I move forward in this profession. It's helped me improve bounds and leaps since being in graduate school and I can only imagine where it can take me once I add more to it. So now that I've talked a bit about the technique that I work on every day, let me talk about two of the characters that contributed from this technique full force.
Pargeia
During the second semester of my second year in graduate school I was cast in a show called Welcome to Thebes as a powerhouse of a woman named Pargeia. She was one of the antagonists of the show and it was my first time playing one. Before this, I had been cast as people who you were supposed to root for and who were what some people would see as kind. I had never been cast as a woman who was the "bad guy" and especially never one who used sex appeal as a weapon. In that scene, I had to connect to my power source, i.e. my vagina. I had never had a role this difficult. I'm a person who had never really used sex appeal to get her away, at least not up until this point. There's power in knowing that you have something that no one can obtain and that's how she walked through life. She knew she was a strong, confident, smart, woman and I had to privilege of figuring out where that lived in my body to express her truthfully, and in the process, unleash a side of me that I didn't know existed.
So, I learned a lot from this woman and my process with her grew in a way I didn't think it would. Once I did very extensive research with her, I did additional fun things such as creating two different music playlists: one of music I think she would listen to and that described her and then a second that I think went with each scene and where her mindset for those scenes were.
All this was fine and dandy, but because Pargeia was such a complicated character and one much different from myself, the final step was a physical transformation. Before Pargeia, I had never really changed my appearance for a role. I was asked to cut my hair for this role. Now, I know that doesn't sound like a big deal, but for a girl who would hide behind her hair, that was a super big deal. I was asked to cut my hair incredibly short. Power cut short. Think Isabella Rossellini short. I was told that I could wear a wig if I wasn't comfortable enough to do it, but I fell in love with this woman through all my research and discovery so I owed her at least that much, so I cut my hair the shortest it's ever been. Obviously, I cried immediately after. But something changed inside of me and with my process. The physical transformation made me feel brave and exposed, which is exactly what Pargeia was all about. Even though some may consider her the villain, everything she was doing was coming from a place of bravery in an effort to regain what her family had lost and she had moments where she would expose how scared and vulnerable she really was because of this. I could relate to her in a way I hadn't before and that caused me to dress like her at rehearsals. I never thought that dressing like your character before the first costume day would help, but it completely changed her movements and my process. Because of her, my process now includes me bringing in articles of clothing that make me feel like my character. Again, this is something that brings me freedom and with Pargeia, she was truly alive with my haircut and the dress that I wore for rehearsals. She made it hard to ignore the flames that were burning in me and I thank her every day for that. She made me realize the power that I have inside and the drive that I have to go after what I want with full force, which led me to my assigned role.
Along with the haircut and the clothing, another physical transformation that occurred was my posture and how I carried myself. I, as Cristina, tend to have a slight concaving of the heart when I feel the weight of the world on my shoulders. It's how I hide. Well, Pargeia doesn't hide. She puts everything forward because everything is on the line. This woman led with her vagina, but her heart and mind were still present because she loved her family and she was a clear strategist. Therefore, she carried herself upright, she walked with her head high and lifted from the crown of her head and whenever she moved, her whole body moved forward. It was exhausting and if you're doing the work well and being true to your character, you should be exhausted after every performance. One issue that I found kept arising because of this posture was that I was adding unnecessary tension at my power source. I would clench so hard to keep the posture that it wasn't allowing me to connect to my breath. So while I was doing my prep before I would step on stage, I would squat and just breathed until I fully released. I found that this gave me much more freedom to play and reminded me about the power that Pargeia had. I miss her so much and I am so grateful that she taught me vulnerability doesn't make you weak.
Dean Wreen
When the season for our third year was released, I was a little disappointed. I didn't have any interest in two of them, I can't sing to save my life, and two of them I had never heard of. Because I wasn't interested in two of them, I turned to the two that I didn't know and read them to see which of the two had a role that I might be interested in. When I finished reading Seven Homeless Mammoths Wander New England, I knew that I had to be in this show. Not only had I not been in a comedic show in forever, but I was absolutely in love with the story of three women who help each other overcome an aspect of life that we can't ignore: death and the concept of inevitable change. Again, not only was I in love with the story, but there was one character in particular who I needed to play: Dean Wreen. I related to her so incredibly much and saw my journey of grad school through her. She was so scared of change, she needed constant control, she would hide behind work or run away from her problems when she was scared and through Greer and Andromeda's help, she comes to terms that she can't control the outcome of situations, but she doesn't have to be alone when they do change. That is what I went through in the three years that I have been at this university. I needed to play her, she was literally the culmination of my journey here. So I listened to my fire and I fought for her and I'm so glad that I got her. I did every aspect of my process that I did with Pargeia with her, but I also added mediation into my process for Dean. She talked so much, her mind was constantly working and I had never had a character like that. I needed to center myself much more than I've had to in the past because if I didn't, I would drive myself insane trying to deal with her thought process. Nevertheless, she was a challenge because I had never related to a character so much as I had with her, which made it incredibly hard to let her go. She didn't so much change my process as she changed me. She made me more open, more willing and accepting to change. And even though change is inevitable and it's scary, I'm ready to dive head first into it.
REBIRTH
Corny title for a chapter, I know, but it's true. I'm a completely different person than I was when I started grad school, in every aspect of the word. I now have a process as an actress and I acknowledge that it will constantly be changing. Just like I as a person will constantly be changing. Not only do I know these two will always be changing, but I want them to change. I don't want to be stagnant. I still want to be better, but for myself.
Not because I feel like I owe it to someone or because I feel like I'll be a failure if I don't.
I want to fail, I want to experience, I want to grow.
That being said, there is so much growth that still needs to happen for me once I leave Iowa. I still have these barriers that don't let me fully commit to a character. These insecurities of being judged or seen as unappealing. Going forward, I want my work to help me get passed that. I want to be able to be given a character and say whole heartedly, To present myself, in all my foolish glory, as a gift and not an excuse.
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